Remarks by Guy Berger: Mondi Awards 2008

We meet here to celebrate the best journalism of last year - 2007. 

This year 2008, is the 10th anniversary of the death of one of our number, Ameen Akhalwaya – probably one of the most vibrant journalists ever seen in this country.  Had Akhalwaya been alive, he would have whooped at the stories that we are here to recognise and honour. 

What a country this is for journalism!
Like Pavlov’s dogs, the judges this year were salivating in expectation of highly edible entries.  Uppermost  was the mega-story of 2007 – the toppling of Thabo Mbeki at the ANC conference in Polokwane in December.  But we also had high expectations about reading other major stories – like the Manto files, the e-Natis motor licence debacle, extreme drug resistant TB, Jackie Selebi and pals, and the Rugby world cup victory. Remember them?
There were also the regional stories that had made national waves, which we expected to be assessing – the baby deaths at the Frere Hospital in East London, babies in boxes at Baragwanath hospital, and infantile behaviour by politicians abusing blue-lights in order to drive like cowboys in KZN country.  
Significant stories, all. Keeping us appraised of the serious issues that we have to wrestle with as South Africans. Naturally, therefore, we also anticipated reading narratives on the scourges of crime and Aids, and analyses of the political shenanigans in this land. 
But we also knew we would be likely to laugh at ourselves with a feast of Zapiro entries, and we knew too that our journalists do not only report on the negatives, as important as it is to do so. 
In most cases, these expectations of what we would encounter in judging the competition were met. And exceeded.  It was a pleasure and a privilege to work our way through the 579 submissions. 

Besides the expected topics and their particular treatments, we enjoyed the surprises as well.  We were educated about how Kyoto 2 related to South Africa; we were uplifted by the Sierra Leone Single Leg Amputee Club; and we were entertained about the nuances amongst the naked in a local nudist colony.
It was evident that South African journalists got out-and-about in 2007. Some enterprising stars set up stories from scratch. One was tracking the long-lost grave of Looksmart Ngudle, the first political detainee to die in custody more than four decades ago. Another journalist donned a full burqha and reported on the responses this dress evokes in South Africa.  
Almost every written entry that we ended up citing showed passion, persistence and talent by the writers concerned. 

This is not to overlook the entries that are other than textual.  For their part, the news photographs demonstrated the continued courage of our photojournalists and their world-class calibre.  And while six of the eight images that we saw fit to recognise brought home the violence in this country, most of the feature photos were of non-disturbing slices of life – like a traditional midwife at her work, and a gambolling group of youngsters undergoing circumcision.

We observed that one photojournalist would have been very happy with the use to which a layout colleague put his work.  This was a single image, without the distraction of headline or caption, being used across the whole of the front and back broadsheet pages. What topic deserved such radical treatment? No prizes for guessing that it was the rugby victory.  Many other layouts were also impressive.
What stood out in the crop of 2007 entries as a whole was the high number submitted by newshounds working in packs. The submissions came from reporters collaborating with each other; from reporters and photographers making up teams; and from both groups joining with layout people to produce compulsive reading through integrated packages of words, images and presentations.
But one expectation that we had was left unfulfilled. Our appetite had been whetted for a welter of brash and vibrant entries given the new category of “Popular Journalism”.  But instead those items that came in were few and feeble.  So, to those pooches, the ones who are more circus performers than watchdogs, put in your bids next year! Step forward and show off your talent. 
For the third year running, the judges looked forward to a list of admirable candidates being nominated for the Lifetime Achiever award. We were not disappointed.  The winner this year has perhaps the most widespread public profile of any South African newspaper journalist. 
You will no doubt be sad that the editors did not deliberate on debates like whether Ken Owen is correct to claim he is the best editor the Sunday Times ever had, or whether Mondli Makhanya is the coco-nuttiest incarnation of the late Tertius Myburgh.  Nor did we adjudicate whether the HRC really did ambush the FBJ over their racially exclusive and secret pow-wow with a man whose surname means “to ambush”. Instead we looked at the actual quality of the goods being produced in the pages of our papers during 2007. And it was, in short, a good year to be a Mondi-Shanduka judge, no doubt because 2007 was a good year to be a South African journalist.
